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Towards a historical sociolinguistic account 
of language-in-education policy in the 
German-speaking community of Belgium
Magali Boemer and Jeroen Darquennes
University of Namur
One finds a number of descriptive synchronic sketches of language-in-education 
policy in the German-speaking community of Belgium (GC). However, a sys-
tematic analytical account of the evolution of language-in-education policy over 
the last 90 years has not been provided yet. With a project entitled ‘Language, 
Education and Power in the German-speaking community of Belgium (1919–
2012)’, the Pluri-LL research group at the University of Namur seeks to tackle 
this research desideratum. The present paper intends to provide some basic in-
formation on the research project, starting with the GC’s geography and demog-
raphy (Section 2) and the political history (Section 3). An outline of the project’s 
theoretical and methodological backbone (Section 4) and some preliminary 
findings (Section 5) are discussed as well.
1. Introduction
Located around the cities of Eupen and Sankt Vith in the eastern part of Belgium, 
the German-speaking community of Belgium (henceforth: GC) counts as one 
of the best-protected language communities in Europe. The officially German-
speaking part of Belgium is also well documented in scientific literature. Already 
before joining the Belgian state following World War I, it featured prominently 
in the work of historians and dialectologists. In the course of the 20th century, 
the GC — like many other areas located along the Germanic-Romance language 
border — became a laboratory for research on individual and societal language 
contact phenomena. Since the 1960s special attention has been given to the em-
pirical investigation of changes in the linguistic composition and/or behaviour 
of the population living in the GC as an area of French-German language con-
tact (see Darquennes, 2006 for an overview). The application of the language leg-
islation in the public sphere has also received some attention (see Stangherlin, 
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2005; Vanden Boer, 2011). And next to that, one finds a number of descriptive 
synchronic sketches of language-in-education policy in the GC (see Dries, 2010; 
Hannahs & Nelde, 1988). However, we have yet to see the publication of a system-
atic analytical account of the evolution of language-in-education policy over the 
last 90 years, especially one that focuses on the interplay between language, educa-
tion and power. This paper is a first attempt to tackle this research desideratum. 
Section 4 provides an outline of a theoretical and methodological framework for 
the study of language-in-education policy in the GC between 1919 and 2012. And 
Section 5 presents some preliminary findings that give an impression of the inter-
play between language, education and power in the GC between 1919 and 1940. 
To start with, however, some basic information is provided on the GC’s political 
history (Section 3) as well as on its geography and demography (Section 2).
2. A geographical and demographical sketch of the GC
The German-speaking Community is located in the eastern part of Belgium. It 
consists of a northern part (often referred to as the ‘Eupener Land’) and a southern 
part (often referred to as the ‘Belgische Eifel’) that are divided by a natural border 
known as the High Fens. Compared to the other communities in Belgium (i.e. the 
Flemish and the French Community), the GC is rather small. Its 9 municipali-
ties cover a total surface of merely 854 km². The four municipalities in the north 
are Eupen, Lontzen, Kelmis and Raeren. Together they constitute the administra-
tive district (in German: ‘Kanton’) of Eupen. The 5 municipalities in the south 
are Amel, Büllingen, Bütgenbach, Burg-Reuland and Sankt Vith. They form the 
administrative district of Sankt Vith. The district of Eupen hosts 45,681 inhabit-
ants and the district of Sankt Vith is home to 30,035 inhabitants.1 The GC’s total 
number of inhabitants thus amounts to less than 1% of the Belgian population 
that is currently estimated at 11 million. A small German-speaking minority — 
according to Bertl (2004) some 10% of a total population of approximately 18,500 
— can also be found in the district of Malmedy, which used to be known as the 
‘Walloon part of Prussia’. As the following section shows, the history of Malmedy 
is heavily intertwined with that of Eupen and Sankt Vith.
1. The numbers reflect the situation on January 1st, 2011 (source: www.dgstat.be). For more 
detailed demographic information we refer to the reports on www.eurydice.be, as well as to 
www.dgstat.be and Stangherlin, 2005.
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3. A historical-political sketch of the GC
Together with the canton of Malmedy, the cantons of Eupen and Sankt Vith became 
part of Belgium with the Treaty of Versailles (signed on 28 June 1919 and enforced 
on 10 January 1920). Before, these cantons were part of Prussia and known as the 
‘Kreis Eupen’ (district of Eupen) and the ‘Kreis Malmedy’ (the district of Malmedy 
comprising the present-day districts of Malmedy and Sankt Vith). Between 1920 
and 1925, the area of Eupen-Malmedy was given a special administrative status. 
It was referred to as the ‘Gouvernement Eupen-Malmedy’, a so-called caretaker 
government led by lieutenant general Herman Baltia. One of this government’s 
main tasks was to organise a referendum on the annexation of Eupen-Malmedy 
by Belgium. The poll did not turn out to be a success since only 271 people (out 
of a population of approx. 33,500) dared to vote. On 20 September 1920, Eupen-
Malmedy was officially declared a part of Belgium by the Council of the League 
of Nations (cf. Pabst, 1979, pp. 25–26). It took until 1925 for the Belgian govern-
ment to complete the legal framework for the annexation of Eupen-Malmedy and 
to put an end to Baltia’s caretaker government (decree of 6 March 1925). When 
Eupen-Malmedy officially joined Belgium, the language regime that Baltia had in-
stalled was not altered much. Both German and French kept their status as official 
languages (cf. Bergmans, 1986, pp. 18–21). That changed again when the German 
‘Reich’ annexed Eupen-Malmedy at the beginning of WWII. Then, German be-
came the sole official language for a period of five years. The German occupation 
as well as the retaliation for wartime collaboration that immediately followed the 
end of WWII had both a material and a psychological impact on Eupen-Malmedy 
(cf. Wenselaers, 2008). The central Belgian government imposed a policy of re-
assimilation on its population in which the spread of the French language, espe-
cially through education, played a central role (cf. Kern, 1999, p. 213). The process 
of re-assimilation lost momentum in the 1960s when politicised language conflicts 
between Belgium’s Dutch-speaking and French-speaking population (see Witte & 
Van Velthoven, 1999) resulted in a series of new language laws that would form 
the basis of a transformation of the Belgian state from a centralist to a federal one 
with the constitutional reform of 1993/1994.
The linguistic legislation of the 1960s regulated language use in education, 
administration and the workplace. It was largely based on the principle of territo-
riality as developed by the so-called ‘Centre Harmel’.2 The legislator cemented the 
Germanic-Romance language border, which resulted in a precise demarcation of 
2. A research centre that was created after a law proposition of the social-christian politician 
Pierre Harmel for the creation of a ‘research centre for the national solution of social, political 
and legal problems in the different regions of Belgium’.
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the following types of linguistic territories: the unilingual territories of Flanders 
and Wallonia; the bilingual territory of the capital region where Dutch-speaking 
and French-speaking inhabitants each had their own linguistic infrastructure; 
and monolingual territories with protective measures (or: ‘linguistic facilities’) 
for (Dutch/French/German) border minorities. The German-speaking territory 
in eastern Belgium (i.e. the administrative districts of Eupen and Sankt Vith) was 
affected by this decision since the French-speaking inhabitants enjoy certain lin-
guistic rights there that are comparable to the linguistic rights of the German-
speakers in the district of Malmedy.
During the first constitutional reform of 1970/71, the Dutch, the Walloon 
and — to a lesser degree — also the Brussels Region were created and appoint-
ed mainly economic powers. The Dutch, the French and the German Cultural 
Community that were also created were changed into language communities with 
the second constitutional reform of 1980. Since then, the Flemish, the French 
and the German-speaking Community have had their own government, execu-
tive power and authority in matters relating to individuals as well as direct power 
over cultural matters. With the constitutional reform of 1988/1989 more financial 
means and powers were handed over to the communities. The transfer of educa-
tion, certainly in the case of the GC, was the main event in the promotion of the 
language over the past few years. It took until 1997 before art. 130 of the Belgian 
constitution was adapted and allowed the Communities to regulate the use of lan-
guages in education by decree.
The fact that the GC has been subject to quite some (geo-)political changes 
in the course of its history had an impact on its educational landscape and more 
precisely on the use of languages in education. When John E. Joseph (2007, p. 46) 
writes in his Language and Politics that “If language and politics were a country, 
education would be its capital, the great centralised and centralising metropolis 
that everyone passes through, from which the country is run and where its fu-
ture course is determined”, then this most certainly also applies to education in 
Belgium, in general, and the GC, in particular. Surely, some major trends concern-
ing the interplay between language, education and power in the GC have already 
been described in sociolinguistic, historical and pedagogical literature over the 
past decades (cf. Section 4.1. below for a brief overview). In-depth systematic re-
search is, however, still lacking for the whole of the following five time frames that 
can be identified based on the historical account as presented above:
1. the period between the end of WWI and the beginning of WWII (1919–1940);
2. the period of annexation to Germany (1940–1945);
3. the period following World War II until the promulgation of the (coordinated) 
language laws (1945–1966);
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4. the period of the creation of (cultural) Communities following the state re-
form of 1970/1971 until the transfer of school authority to the Communities 
in 1989 (1966–1989);
5. the period leading to and following a new law on language-in-education ad-
opted in 2004 (1989–2010).
According to the European Commission’s High Level Group on Multilingualism 
(Cassin et al., 2007, p. 21) synchronic as well as diachronic research on the inter-
play between language, education and power is still “somewhat of a taboo subject”. 
The High Level Group, however, encourages research on this subject since it has 
the potential to contribute to the production and valorisation of policy-relevant 
knowledge on the way in which diachronic as well as synchronic factors influenc-
ing the language-in-education policies at the level of the member states (positively 
or negatively) interfere with the development of a society in which multilingual-
ism as promoted through language-in-education policy is seen as an indispensable 
element in strengthening social cohesion and as a factor contributing to economic 
growth and prosperity. The production of research-based knowledge that could 
be of a potential interest for future policy-making highly depends on the chosen 
theory and methodology. The theory and the methodology underlying our study 
on the evolution of language-in-education policy in the GC are briefly described 
in the following section.
4. Language-in-education policy: Theoretical and methodological issues
Language-in-education policy is part and parcel of language policy, which, follow-
ing Kaplan and Baldauf (1997, p. xi) and Ricento (2000, p. 23), is understood here 
as a body of ideas, laws, regulations, rules and practices intended to bring about 
language change in a society, a group or a system. It may be realised at a number of 
levels, ranging from very formal texts (such as laws, decrees, ministerial directives, 
and internal communication of school authorities) to more informal statements of 
intent (i.e. the discourse of language, politics and society). Language-in-education 
policy is that part of language policy specifically intended to bring about change in 
the use and management of languages in education.
Typical for a language policy is that a government and/or other authoritative 
bodies or people promulgate it. Involved in the ‘design’ of a language-in-education 
policy are a number of actors (such as formal elites, influential people, and coun-
ter elites) acting in a specific socio-cultural and socio-political context and hav-
ing their own overt and/or covert agenda and motivations influencing the policy 
making process (cf. Ager, 2001). A policy that is intended to influence the use and 
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management of language in education usually addresses issues related to (a) the 
precise target population of students receiving language education, (b) the supply 
of language teachers, (c) the share of languages in the curriculum, (d) the meth-
odology of language teaching (including the provision of materials), and (e) the 
identification of available resources to support language education (cf. Kaplan & 
Baldauf, 1997, pp. 115–116). The policy is put into practice by means of specific 
language planning measures. The design as well as the process of implementation 
and institutionalisation of the language-in-education policy is accompanied by a 
more symbolic discourse (i.e. the aforementioned discourse of language, politics 
and society, which plays a role in legitimising the policy). The success of a lan-
guage-in-education policy is judged by its actual outcomes.
For the purpose of analysing the language-in-education policy in the German-
speaking Community between 1919 and 2012 we combine the issues related to lan-
guage-in-education policy as listed above with Cooper’s accounting scheme for the 
study of language planning as presented in his Language Planning and Social Change 
(cf. Cooper, 1989, p. 98). That combination results in the following questions:
1. Which language-in-education policy is effective at a given point in time?
2. How does this language-in-education policy address issues related to (a) the 
precise target population of students receiving language education, (b) the 
supply of language teachers, (c) the share of languages in the school curricu-
lum, (d) the methodology of language teaching (including the provision of 
materials), and (e) the identification of available resources to support language 
education?
3. What actors were involved in the decision making process?
4. Under which societal conditions were the actors involved in the decision mak-
ing process?
5. What was the agenda of the actors? What were their motivations?
6. Which specific language planning measures were developed to implement the 
language-in-education policy?
7. How was the language-in-education policy legitimised and institutionalised?
8. What were the actual outcomes of the language-in-education policy?
To provide answers to all these questions, we are in the process of analysing 
secondary literature and above all relevant formal and more informal archived 
documents related to language-in-education policy. Archival research is revving 
up in the national archives of Eupen, Liège and Brussels as well as in the archive 
of the Grenz Echo Verlag that publishes Grenz Echo, the German-speaking daily 
since 1927. Next to that, in-depth semi-structured face-to-face interviews with 
policy actors are planned since such interviews will allow us to record infor-
mation that has not been registered before and that will help to shed a more 
© 2012. John Benjamins Publishing Company
All rights reserved
 Towards a historical  account of language-in-education policy in Belgium 225
complete light on recent policy formation processes. Since our study does not 
limit itself to a descriptive-analytical account of the evolution of language-in-
education policy in the GC, but also wants to study the — according to Labrie 
(1999, p. 216) often neglected — “expression des rapports de force”, it leans on 
the approach outlined in Rindler Schjerve and Vetter (2003) for (diachronic) 
language policy analysis.
Inspired by approaches in the branch of Cultural Studies dealing with social 
history, Rindler Schjerve and Vetter (2003) developed a method that is centered 
around a corpus of relevant archived texts and an analysis of these texts by means 
of Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA). Apart from carefully examining the set-
ting in which the selected texts originated, CDA allows us to uncover past be-
liefs, assumptions and discursive power elements accompanying decision making 
processes leading to a language-in-education policy. Ricento (2006, pp. 131–132) 
seems to be convinced that linguistic analysis using CDA “can provide greater 
detail and specificity about how particular social beliefs, values and ideologies are 
[…] reproduced (often implicitly) in a variety of written and spoken genres in 
defined contexts”. Surely, CDA has many faces (cf. Spitzmüller & Warnke, 2011; 
Van Dijk, 2003). As is the case with other methods, one therefore has to carefully 
consider the approach that best suits the purposes of one’s research project. John 
E. Joseph (2007, p. 127) refers to the fact that CDA as a combination of critical 
linguistics and the perspectives of Foucault and Bourdieu “sees itself as capturing 
the ‘dynamic’ nature of both power relations and text production by uncovering 
the hegemonic structures within texts”. In saying so, he also underlines the ‘CDA-
inherent danger’ of a “politically interested analysis” (Joseph, 2007, p. 130). That 
is the kind of approach we would like to avoid. As Joseph (2007, p. 130) argues, it 
is avoidable. One way to do so is to carefully approach discourse not only as text, 
but also as a practice of text production and interpretation and as a sociocultural 
and social practice (Vetter, 2003, p. 276). In the analysis of discourse, attention has 
to be paid to the language itself (i.e. to nouns, adjectives, subordinate clauses, dis-
course markers, etc.), but also to the production of a text in its timeframe (taking 
into account normative conventions related to the choice for a certain ‘genre’, the 
way in which a text is related to other texts which poses questions of the produc-
tion and the reproduction of a discourse, etc.). Furthermore, it is important to link 
“the evidence gained from the texts to the larger social context and the historical 
power relations” (Vetter, 2003, p. 278) and to find out to what extent the texts aim 
to bring about social change.
To illustrate the chosen methodology, the following section provides a prelim-
inary and still rather parsimonious analysis of the language-in-education policy 
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in the GC in the period following the Treaty of Versailles (1919–1940).3 Before 
entering into the analysis, it seems appropriate to briefly sketch the state of the art 
of research on language-in-education policy in the GC.
5. Language-in-education policy in the GC
5.1 State of the art of research
The language-in-education policy in and of the GC has been described and com-
mented upon in (scientific) literature almost from the very moment the GC be-
came part of Belgium. Especially scholars active in the field of ‘Volkskunde’ and 
specialised in the interdisciplinary study of the so-called ‘Auslanddeutschtum’ 
paid particular attention to the situation in Eupen-Malmedy in the period be-
tween WWI and WWII (cf. Fittbogen, 1930). After WWII the language-in-ed-
ucation policy in the GC was especially dealt with in (historical) sociolinguistic 
literature. Examples include Verdoodt (1968), who gives a general overview of the 
situation of languages in education in the whole of German-speaking Belgium, the 
volume Deutsch als Muttersprache in Belgien (Nelde, 1979) that contains detailed 
information on education and its history in German-speaking Belgium as well as 
Hannahs and Nelde (1988), who describe the German language in primary edu-
cation in Belgium from a synchronic point of view. Other examples are Anthoon 
(1982), who gives an account of the activities of the German-speaking Cultural 
Community in education, Darquennes (2004) who depicts the situation of the 
German language in education in the GC at the turn of the millennium, Dries 
(2010) who reports on education in general and higher education in particular, 
and the website of Eurydice, the network on education systems and policies in 
Europe (cf. www.eurydice.org) that contains an up to date report on various as-
pects related to education in the GC. Fuelled by interviews with school directors 
about the actual language-in-education policy in their schools as well as inter-
views with political parties and different pressure groups about their view on the 
actual language-in-education policy and ‘the problem of bilingualism’, the MA-
thesis of Kohnen (1979) offers a view behind the scenes of education in the GC at 
the end of the 1970s. Some information on the evolution of language-in-education 
policy in the GC can be found in the works of Vereecken (1993), who deals with 
3. The preliminary nature of our research results as well as the focus on the first time frame 
identified in Section 3 is due to the fact that this paper presents the first results of a research 
project on ‘Language, Education and Power in the GC (1919–2012)’. The project started in 
October 2011 and will run until September 2015.
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secondary education between 1963 and the beginning of the 1990s, Minke (1991), 
who describes the evolution of language in education in the city of Eupen between 
the 17th century and the 1980s, and Schifflers (1994), who gives a diachronic 
sketch of 75 years of education in the GC. Even though these works do not focus 
on the interplay between language, education and power from the point of view of 
language-in-education policy theory and methodology, they are certainly of help 
in providing partial answers to the 8 questions listed in Section 4. And they also 
help to identify sources that could be useful for our in-depth analysis.
5.2 A preliminary descriptive account of language-in-education policy in the 
GC between 1919 and 1940
When the Treaty of Versailles was enforced and the GC became part of the 
‘Gouvernement Eupen-Malmedy’, this implied a change of school authority. 
Whereas the Prussian school system had been in vigour until 1919, the schools 
in Eupen-Malmedy had to adapt to the Belgian system, albeit not all of a sudden, 
since the caretaker government introduced a number of transitory measures. In 
general terms, the situation can be summarised as follows:
– As was the case for the rest of Belgium, the school system comprised four lev-
els: kindergarten (from the age of 3 onwards), primary school (with six grades 
for children aged between 6 and 12), middle school (with 2 grades for children 
aged between 12 and 14) and secondary school (with 4 grades for children 
aged between 14 and 18). Following the Law of 19 May 1914 education be-
came compulsory and free for children from the age of 6 till the age of 14.
– The caretaker government tried to maintain German as the language of in-
struction, yet it faced two problems:
 1.  The problem of the provision of teachers (since the teachers that did not 
live in the region before the outbreak of WWI were expelled from the 
country and pro-German teachers chose to go back to Germany).
 2.  The problem that also German-speaking children needed access to higher 
education in Belgium which was offered in French.
The government tried to solve the first problem by appointing teachers from the 
so-called Old-Belgian territories of Montzen and Arlon/Arel where German di-
alects were still actively used by parts of the population.4 It soon became clear, 
4. ‘Altbelgien’ (Old Belgium) is a term used to refer to the historically German-speaking areas 
around Arlon, Montzen and Bého that became part of Belgium when it was founded in 1830. 
In German literature and newspaper articles from the 19th and the early 20th century the term 
‘Altbelgien’ is often used. Today its use is restricted to historical and linguistic literature because 
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however, that their knowledge of standard German was rather poor. Therefore, 
the decision was made to open a ‘German department’ at the teacher training 
college (the ‘école normale’) in the town of Verviers already in 1921 (cf. Dries, 
2010, pp. 141–142). As for the need to help the pupils for whom German was their 
mother tongue to the linguistic regime in higher education, the basic idea was 
to use German as a language of instruction and to offer schools the possibility to 
introduce the second language (i.e. French in the GC) not only from the 5th year 
of primary education onwards (as foreseen in the law for the rest of Belgium5) but 
already from the 1st year onwards. It was also recommended to repeat some of the 
content of such subjects as mathematics, geography and history in French when 
the German-speaking pupils entered middle school (cf. Schifflers, 1994, pp. 3–4).
Without going into detail here, the situation in the GC was such that many pri-
mary schools opted for an introduction of French as a second language already at 
the very start. And education in French was continued at later stages. Pupils living 
in the area of Sankt Vith had no other possibility than to attend secondary schools 
in Malmedy (where French had replaced German as a language of instruction in 
1920) for the simple reason that there were no such schools in Sankt Vith. In Eupen, 
secondary schools (at least the catholic ones) decided to offer education in French.
Not everyone was happy with the developments as they took place. Some were 
afraid that the — theoretically rather moderate — assimilationist politics of Baltia 
would in practice lead to a total frenchification. Despite some changes (a ‘höhere 
Knabenschule’ was opened in Sankt Vith in 1926 and in Malmedy, German-
speaking children were offered education in German in primary school), the pro-
test lasted after Eupen-Malmedy had officially become part of Belgium in 1926. 
The reason for this was that the regulations as they had been introduced under 
Baltia were maintained for the most part, even if according to Belgian law as it 
was applicable since the end of the ‘Gouvernement Eupen-Malmedy’, the second 
language could only be introduced from the 5th grade on.
The fact that there is a sometimes huge discrepancy between law and practice 
is touched on by politicians, teachers and journalists in Eupen-Malmedy. In an 
article that appeared in the Eupener Zeitung (7 February 1930), an anonymous 
journalist refers to the state of affairs in Eupen and draws a sort of parallel with 
the situation in Flanders where the share of French in education also exceeded the 
‘limits’ that had been defined by the legislator. Increasing dissatisfaction over the 
it offers the possibility to distinguish the German-speaking areas that belonged to Belgium from 
the very start from those areas (Eupen, Malmedy and Sankt Vith) that joined Belgium after 
WWI. These areas are referred to in literature as ‘Neubelgien’ (New Belgium).
5. Exceptions were the Brussels area and bilingual communities located along the language 
border.
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use of languages in education and administration in Flanders (and the Brussels 
area) eventually led to a revision of language-related laws in the 1930s (cf. Witte & 
Van Velthoven, 1999 for details). In the following section, attention is paid to the 
Law of 14 July 1932 on the language use in primary and secondary instruction and 
its relevance for the GC.
5.3 The Law of 14 July 1932 on the language use in primary and secondary 
instruction
The Law of 14 July 1932 was published in the Belgisch Staatsblad/Moniteur belge 
(the Belgian Official Journal) of 3 August 1932 in both Dutch and French. There 
is no official German version as German was not an official language at that time. 
What does exist, however, is an excerpt of the law for a text signed by Robert 
Petitjean, then Minister of Arts and Sciences, that was published in a journal with 
decrees for the Provincial Government (Nr. 6159) of 7 November 1932 (pp. 76–
80). In this text, Petitjean refers to the law and its repercussions on the schools in 
the German-speaking area.
Typical for the language as it is used in legal texts is that it is characterised 
by a deliberate choice of words and phrases that are either very general or very 
vague and situate the legal text in a continuum of preceding and/or related texts 
(cf. Hendrickx, 1999 for more details on ‘legal language’). It is not our intention 
to analyse all of the language used in the Law of 14 July 1932. Of interest here is 
that part of its contents and those aspects of the wording of the text that tell us 
something about the actual ‘status’ of the GC in general and the use of German in 
education in the 1930s in particular.
A first important fact is that the law as it was issued by the catholic-liberal 
government Renkin (June 1931–October 1932) is related to the Law of 28 June 
1932 on language use in administration in which the principle of territoriality is 
introduced (i.e. in broad lines the division of the Belgian territory into language 
areas). The consequence of the law on language use in administration for the law 
on education is that the former principle of the mother tongue as a decisive factor 
in language use in education is abandoned in favour of the principle of territo-
riality. In this respect, it is interesting to note that the German language area in 
Art. 1, Chapter 1 of the Law of 14 July 1932 is referred to by the legislator as ‘de 
Duitschspreekende gemeenten’ (i.e. ‘the German-speaking municipalities’). Here, 
one notices that the Belgian legislator had not yet made the decision to recognise 
a German language area next to a Dutch and a French language area. This does 
not, however, prevent the legislator from granting German the status as the main 
language of instruction in primary schools (Law of 14 July 1932, Chapter 1, Art. 
1). German is to be taught in all the grades, whereas the second language, which 
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de facto is French in the GC, can be taught from the 5th grade on, with not more 
than 3 hours/week of instruction in the 5th and 6th grades and not more than 6 
hours/week in the 7th and 8th grade. The instruction of the second language can 
be introduced if the heads of family of 25 pupils per level ask for it. And it is fac-
ultative for the pupils whose parents did not ask for it (Chapter 1, Art. 3). Pupils 
with another mother tongue than German in the German-speaking municipalities 
and with parents of Belgian nationality are given the chance to be taught in their 
mother tongue if the schools and municipalities agree on this (Chapter 1, Art.2). 
From the 2nd level on (3rd and 4th grade), they have to learn the language of the 
area as a second language to prepare for the higher grades (Chapter 1, Art. 4).
Concerning secondary education, the law says that German is the main lan-
guage of instruction in the German-speaking municipalities (Chapter 2A, Art. 8) 
and that at least 4 hours/week should be dedicated to the teaching of a second lan-
guage (Chapter 2A, Art. 10). French as a main language of instruction is only pos-
sible in existing minority divisions as long as there are enough students from one 
of the three following categories (Chapter 2A, Art. 9): a) pupils having already en-
rolled for this kind of program before the new law, b) pupils who were instructed 
in another language than German during their primary education and/or part of 
their middle school/secondary education and who did not acquire enough knowl-
edge of the German language to follow the normal curriculum, c) pupils having a 
different mother tongue than German and having been instructed in a school in 
another language area (min. 8/grade). The minister could also allow some schools 
a sort of CLIL6-approach avant la lettre, if some private schools in the neighbour-
hood did so (Chapter 3, Art. 24).
German is also the main instruction language in middle school (7th and 8th 
grade) in the German-speaking municipalities (Chapter 2B, Art. 14). The possi-
bilities for French as a main instruction language are the same as those mentioned 
above in relation to primary education.
Looking at the first parts of the Law of 14 July 1932, one notices how the 
language-in-education policy as outlined for the German-speaking communities 
(second language offered from the fifth year of primary education onwards) is in 
broad agreement with that for the Dutch and the French language area. Yet, Art. 23 
(Chapter 3) of the law also recognises the fact that the German-speaking area that 
only joined the Belgian state in 1919 has a particular status and therefore is given 
the possibility to deviate from the law by a means of a royal decree. Making use of 
6. CLIL stands for Content- and Language-integrated learning, i.e. teaching some general sub-
jects in the second language. In the context of the Law of 14 July 1932, it is not clear to which 
extent it is possible to teach in French/German, which opens the door for different interpreta-
tions and explains that the practices vary from school to school.
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its advisory function towards the different municipalities and schools, the Ministry 
of Arts and Sciences formulates the advice to introduce the second language, e.g. 
French, from the 3rd grade of primary education in the German-speaking munici-
palities. This advice does, however, not engender any alteration of the law by royal 
decree. Rather than wanting to alter the law in order to officially regulate a greater 
share of French in education in the years following the law, objections are raised by 
different actors in the GC against the discrepancy between the legal regulations on 
the use of languages in education and real-life. Such reactions can, in fact, already 
be heard upon the publication of the law on 3 August 1932.
5.4 Reactions to the law of 1932
On 17 August 1933, an article on the law of 1932 and on the advice of the Ministry 
of Arts and Sciences is published on the front page of the catholic Eupener Zeitung, 
one of the eight German newspapers in the German-speaking area. Quite com-
mon for that time, the article is not only written in ‘Frakturschrift’ but also ac-
centuates phrases and words by means of bold letters or by underlining them. As 
can be inferred from the title of the article (‘Ein Anschlag auf die deutsche Sprache 
— Die Sprachenfrage in unseren Schulen. Ein Mahnwort an alle, die es angeht.’7), 
it is more meant as a reaction against the ministry’s advice than as a neutral, in-
formative article on its content. The main arguments that are put forward by the 
anonymous author can be summarised as follows:
Firstly, the author uses several arguments to show that he is disenchanted with 
the new law (“daß das Schicksal unserer Heimat in Bezug auf Sprache und Kultur 
zu einem großen Teile in unsere eigne Hand gegeben ist.”) and to counter the advice 
from the Ministry of Arts and Sciences to introduce French from the 3rd grade 
on (“Wogegen wir uns wenden, das ist der Beginn im dritten Schuljahr […]”). He 
clearly wants to maintain the status quo, e.g. the introduction of the first foreign 
language from the 5th grade on. He states, for example, that the teaching schedule 
is already too tight in the primary schools and that learning two languages at this 
age is too difficult (“Nur eine Sprache können die Kinder gründlich erlernen und 
das kann nur die Muttersprache, in unserm Falle die deutsche Sprache sein”). This 
last statement being a manifestation of the widespread idea at the beginning of 
the 20th century that bilingualism/multilingualism can have an adverse effect on 
humans.
Secondly, he gives historical arguments, such as the erroneous practice of us-
ing French as a main language of instruction in Flanders (“Hat nicht das System 
7. ‘An assault on the German language’ — The language issue in our schools. A word of warning 
to whom it may concern.’
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[…] in Flandern in hundert Jahren jämmerlich Schiffbruch erlitten?”) and the situ-
ation in Altbelgien, where French had been introduced as a second language first, 
to become the main language of instruction later.
One last argument is of a historical/religious nature and states that the language 
and culture of Flemish people have been neglected in Belgium. The consequence 
of this is that people lost their faith; which opened the door for hostile religious 
streams to recruit the Flemish people (“Es geht um die Seele unserer Kinder […]”).8 
The author refers to the situation of societal language shift in Old Belgium and es-
pecially uses a description of the warped linguistic situation in (catholic) Flanders 
to enforce his arguments against the ministry’s advice.9 In doing so, the author 
probably wants to convince the inhabitants of the German-speaking area, in gener-
al, and the catholic audience of the Eupener Zeitung, in particular, to resist any fur-
ther ‘frenchification’ through the means of education. The tone, the content and the 
line of argumentation that characterise the article are not exceptional for that time 
frame. Similar articles have been published before in the Eupener Zeitung, e.g. ‘Die 
Unterrichtssprache in den Volksschulen’ on 7 February 1930, in which dissatisfac-
tion and anxiety towards the invasion of French in the schools of German-speaking 
municipalities is expressed. And in the years following 1932, the discontent among 
the population grows. In 1937, e.g., Keufgens, Ahn, and Schoonbroodt (1937) as a 
response to claims of Van Werveke for the use of French as main instruction lan-
guage in secondary education (see Schifflers, 1994, pp. 4–5) is another example of a 
reaction defending the right to receive instruction in the mother tongue.
6. Outlook
As the preceding paragraphs show, the often huge discrepancies between the le-
gal arrangements and the daily practices concerning the use of French as either a 
foreign language or as a language of instruction in the schools in the GC (1919–
1940) is accompanied by growing discontent among the local population. Our 
preliminary analysis of language-in-education policy relevant documents reveals 
8. It is not explicitly said in the text, which streams are meant, but we can differentiate two 
main streams: Protestantism was spread among the Flemish (in the 2nd half of 16th century) 
when they made part of the Low Countries, and during the 19th century the ‘verzuiling’ (i.e. 
the compartmentalization of society along socio-political lines) paved the way for the spread of 
socialism, liberalism and, to a lesser degree also neutralism.
9. However, in the case of Old Belgium the author does not seem to take into account that the 
majority of the population did not (want to) claim any more rights for the German language (cf. 
Darquennes, 2007).
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that it is especially the written press that gives voice to the dissatisfaction regard-
ing especially the practical outcomes of the language-in-education policy as it was 
designed at the central governmental level. A more detailed, meticulous and well-
contextualised analysis of the documents mentioned above as well as of other doc-
uments that can be subsumed under Labrie’s heading of ‘expressions de rapports 
de forces’ will, among other things, have to shed light on the ideological embed-
ment of the written press as an actor that tries to influence language-in-education 
policy, its interaction with and its weight vis à vis other (political, educational, cul-
tural, …) actors inside and outside of the GC, and the way in which all the actors 
try to legitimise and institutionalise their own particular views on language-in-
education policy. As to the first time frame (i.e. 1919–1940) it will be of particular 
interest to see in what way the pro-German vs. pro-Belgian sentiments that start to 
awaken in the GC already in the 1920s interfere with the aspirations in the field of 
language-in-education policy. That might be decisive to gain a better understand-
ing of the evolution of language-in-education policy over the past 90 years and to 
come to terms with a fascinating piece of Belgium’s language history.
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